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Digital disruption in higher education
Traditionally, people attend university to access information unavailable 
elsewhere, and to access minds only available in the institution, build 
professional networks for a career and walk out of the experience with 
a degree. Millennials today want learning to take place in real time – not 
just in the lecture hall or classroom. Students are naturally familiar with the 
immediacy and interactivity of online, mobile, video and social tools, and 
expect on-demand, self-led learning. Learning is no longer bounded by 
the constraints of time and geography. In this digital era, universities are 
offering many digital learning tools to support student learning. For instance, 
students can access pre-course materials easily from a range of supporting 
technology, and receive instant feedback on post-course evaluations. Others 
include online courses, increased social collaboration, simulations, immersive 
learning, and information delivered in smaller, “bite-sized” portions, which 
could be reinforced over time. Widespread accessibility to the Internet has 
enabled students to learn in a different way than before, and hence teaching 
pedagogy should ensure that skills and knowledge are imparted to students 
in an effective manner.
Skills needed for this disruptive economy are evolving rapidly and drastically. 
In the ‘Future Work Skills 2020’ report14 released by the Institute for the Future, 
‘multidisciplinarity’, and ‘novel & adaptive thinking’ skills were identified as 
skills important to future workforce. Multidisciplinarity involves drawing from 
several disciplines to redefine problems outside normal boundaries and 
reach solutions based on a new understanding of complex situations. Novel 
and adaptive thinking refers to the ability to problem solve, think outside the 
box and come up with tailored solutions. Mastery of both skills may require 
collaboration between relevant entities in devising effective solutions to 
address complex problems. The report also identified useful skills such as ‘real 
world work exposure’ and ‘managing collaboration with industry partners’. 
It notes that defined learning outcomes and structured activities must be 
established to support the learning outcomes in collaboration with industry 
partners. It also implies a curriculum that integrates industry experience with 
learning in classroom.
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Besides the ‘Future Work Skills 2020’ report, Singapore’s recently launched 
national movement, ‘SkillsFuture’15, which aims to promote a mindset of 
continuous lifelong learning, also emphasised the importance of knowledge, 
application and experience.
Given the nature of the changing landscape, there is a need for universities to 
develop teaching pedagogy and learning approach that will prepare students 
for future economy. The new approach should be student-centred, industry 
aligned and turn students into active learners that learn how to learn. In 
order to remain competitive, universities must therefore find ways to attract, 
engage and sustain relationships with their students by enhancing their 
learning experience at the university.
In this chapter, we will discuss how SMU brought about innovation changes 
in the university’s learning environment. In 2011, a steering committee was 
set up by SMU President, Professor Arnoud De Meyer to develop strategies 
that focused on innovation in learning pedagogy at the university. Subsequent 
brainstorming sessions led to the evolution of the SMU-X programme, which 
aimed to broaden the scope of university education by encompassing real 
life problems and problem-solving skills in the curriculum. The concept 
encompassed three key elements: mindset, pedagogy, and physical space. 
The challenge was to offer more applied learning with close coordination 
between classroom learning and practical industry application to students. 
Making learning holistic: The SMU-X initiative
Since its conception in 2000, SMU was designed to provide a different 
model of university education here in Singapore; positioned as a boutique 
University modelled after the Wharton business school in USA. Besides 
pioneering an interactive teaching pedagogy and a broad-based curriculum 
for Singapore, SMU’s faculty worked largely to publish rigorous research 
within their disciplines. Research centers were also largely mono-disciplinary. 
Since then, SMU has grown substantially and evolved to a specialised but 
more complete social science university.
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The challenge for SMU is to continue to transform its education so as to 
prepare students to be future ready as the scale and complexity of the 
challenges facing the world and its graduates today are unprecedented. With 
these challenges in mind, it is paramount that universities identify and equip 
their students with relevant skills for the future by embracing innovation in 
their teaching pedagogies and making learning more pertinent. 
It is therefore timely that SMU prepares students sufficiently to face these 
challenges. With that in mind, SMU zoomed in on how it could improve on 
its interactive pedagogy and make learning more pertinent and pioneered an 
innovative educational model called SMU-X in 2015. The SMU-X Initiative is 
a paradigm shift which focuses on learning as opposed to teaching as well 
as a mind-set shift to get the university to collaborate both internally and with 
its external stakeholders. 
Through SMU-X programme, it is believed several future work skills will be 
inculcated in students’ learning process. The skills which the programme 
hopes to develop include: (1) Ability to see connections and differences 
across disciplines and to integrate knowledge to explore an issue or meet a 
challenge; (2) Adaptability to new or unfamiliar environments and to exercise 
leadership; (3) Creativity and critical thinking when solving problems; (4) 
Sound decision making while managing complex situations and (5) Ability to 
work collaboratively and productively as a team. These skills are consistent 
with major skills highlighted in both Future Work Skills 2020 report and the 
SkillsFuture initiative.
In other words, for the SMU undergraduates, every SMU-X course will 
challenge and inspire them to use their disciplinary knowledge and skills in 
tackling multi-disciplinary, real issues faced by the partner organisations. By 
deep-diving into current and actual problems and constraints, SMU-X courses 
can accelerate students’ learning to go beyond hypothetical classroom 
exercises. Courses span across different disciplines and students get to 
help improve people’s well-being, contribute to society or help businesses 
improve processes.
GROOMING THE FUTURE DISRUPTIVE ACCOUNTING PROFESSIONALS    79 
At the same time to build up an ecosystem for students, faculty and partners 
to interact, SMU looks to creating physical environments and learning spaces 
to support the collaboration and project work that takes place within the 
curriculum. It is believed the concept of SMU-X: creating a collaborative 
mindset, experiential curriculum and space, will bridge the gap between 
academia and practice, and prepare undergraduates to the challenges of 
the future. 
SMU-X approach
Mind-set: First and foremost, SMU-X is a mind-set; one that gets SMU 
members to collaborate and step out of their current silos. Universities have 
traditionally been slow to innovate and collaborate; are good at the “deep” 
but rarely look at problems that are ‘broad’. There is merit in encouraging 
group effort in solving complex issues. With SMU-X, SMU aims to be a 
better city university and for its students and faculty to work actively with the 
community as well as its research centres. Each party brings with them their 
expertise and industry-specific viewpoints in a collaborative approach using 
both disciplinary knowledge and multi-faceted perspectives. To do so, SMU 
has two strategies: SMU-X pedagogy and space.
A pedagogy: SMU-X pedagogy comprises four principles: i) project-based 
experiential learning through tackling real world problems and issues; ii) 
inter-disciplinary learning; iii) active mentoring and; iv) a tripartite learning 
loop for the faculty, student and industry partner. Basically project based 
learning is “a systematic teaching method that engages students in learning 
knowledge and skills through an extended inquiry process structured among 
complex, authentic questions and carefully designed projects and task”16. It 
is suggested that students may become better researchers, problem solvers 
and high-order thinkers through project based learning.
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Clearly, the confluence of disciplines offers possibilities for richer and deeper 
learning. From graduate capabilities and outcomes to the creation of diverse 
knowledge bases, interdisciplinary teaching enhances the development of 
creative and practical skills that enables application across industries and 
practices. 
A SMU-X course is a structured 15-week course which combines academic 
theory with experiential learning through the heavy use of real unresolved 
issues and projects that students work on. It is interdisciplinary either in 
the topic or approach and/or the student mix to ensure that the problems 
are viewed in from multiple angles. It partners with the industry, non-profit 
and government-sector organisations to develop and teach its courses and 
projects. SMU-X partners and SMU faculty are involved in active mentoring so 
that the students benefit most out of this deep relationship. Lastly, a SMU-X 
course serves to help students get a better understanding of what it means to 
use theory learnt outside the classroom, its faculty on how real world adapts 
theory and its partners to build a culture of learning. This inculcates in its 
students and partners the value of continuing education which is imperative 
going forward given its rapidly changing economic conditions. Refer to Figure 
1 for SMU-X’s rationale, curriculum & pedagogy and principles.
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Figure 1: SMU-X’s rationale, curriculum & pedagogy and principles
Space: Finally, it is also about space. Physical space is still relevant and 
important even as SMU moves towards an increasingly virtual world. There is 
scope to improve the learning environments, both in-class and out-of-class 
to create 24/7, co-working, learning hub with active learning classrooms. 
This caters to the differing learning styles and at the same time, extends 
space through time where students can now work on their projects with 
their industry partners even till late in the evening. SMU has adopted a lean 
approach by creating learning spaces prototypes (SMU Labs) in the university.
Engagement
To date, 28 SMU-X courses have been delivered. Two were launched in 
January 2015 as the initial pilot. SMU estimates that these courses will 
benefit about 2000 students yearly. Currently, SMU-X has about 170 
industry partners that span across various industries. To date, students have 
completed over 2000 industry projects. Here we will highlight three SMU-X 
courses to illustrate how such courses are taught and learnt by faculty and 
students respectively.
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Intelligent accounting function (IAF)
The course IAF focuses on how the accounting function is rapidly transforming 
to become “smarter” such that the function goes beyond its traditional 
role of financial reporting and control to providing higher-value intelligence 
that the management can use to make strategic decisions.  This module 
covers topics such as lean finance, finance shared services, analytics and 
enterprise performance management, all of which are critical in achieving 
an intelligent accounting function.  This is timely as, with the proliferation 
of Big Data, several accounting professional bodies have highlighted the 
importance of developing analytical skills among accounting graduates. 
IAF is interdisciplinary where it combines knowledge from accounting and 
information systems domains, thus providing students with a comprehensive 
understanding about intelligent accounting systems. 
The IAF course was co-designed with an industry partner, DFS Venture. 
Students were given the opportunity to work collaboratively with DFS to 
address business challenges faced by DFS’s accounting function. Senior 
managers from DFS mentored students actively over the course of the 
module and provided necessary guidance and support as the teams worked 
on identified issues. 
The DFS project focused on developing a performance measurement 
programme that is comprehensive and metrics-driven. Central to the 
programme is a balanced scorecard that includes key financial and non-
financial performance metrics, targets and a driver map that links each metric 
to an overall strategic business objective. The overall purpose for developing 
the scorecard is to measure the performance of the accounting function and 
find out whether the operation aligns to the strategic goals of the company. 
In the project, students used appropriate tools and methodology to provide 
balanced performance measurement. They also developed a practicable 
framework, as well as specific metrics, that the project sponsor organisation 
ought to adopt. Project teams selected one or more metric(s), and developed 
a prototype based on a visualisation tool called Tableau, to capture and 
compute the necessary data to track and report these metrics regularly.
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Diversity management in Asia
The Diversity Management in Asia course allows students to understand, 
examine and reflect critically on their identities, power and privilege through 
theories in multiculturalism and diversity in the context of teams, organisations 
and societies. Students are expected to learn how “difference” is constructed 
and internalised along with the formal and informal social and policy 
responses that have guided cross-cultural interactions in Asia and globally. 
Through contemporary and cross-disciplinary discussions, facilitated in- and 
out-of class activities, case studies and readings, students are introduced to 
the interplay of demographic, historical, cultural and ideological particularities 
in the management of difference. The class also involves practitioner-led 
dialogue sessions, mini-workshops, site visits and hands-on projects with 
partners to provide a well-rounded and immersive learning experience.
The project in this course involves students wearing props to simulate what it 
might feel like to have certain disabilities or physical conditions, including leg 
injuries, old age, bad eyesight, pregnancy and poor hearing. Students were 
split into groups, and worked together to finish four tasks, such as buying 
snacks at the food court and looking for a book in the library. The project was 
aimed at instilling empathy in students for those who have to deal with real 
disabilities.
Managing process improvement
The Managing Process Improvement course teaches the six-sigma method 
to improving operation processes. Students work with clients e.g. Singtel, 
Infineon, Essilor, Decathlon, Liberty Insurance, Rentokil, APL, Microsoft and 
Louis Vuitton Moet Hennessey (LVMH) for the full 15 weeks of the course 
with deliverables often from the 2nd week onwards. In the LVMH project, 
the students worked with the LV outlet in Marina Bay Sands to schedule 
staff rosters based on foot volume in the store so that this could lead to an 
increase in sales. After the changes were made, the results were immediately 
implemented. 
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All students who successfully completed the projects were awarded with six 
sigma green belt certifications. The feedback from our industry partners was 
very positive. Partners were keen to send their staff who was mentoring the 
students for the course and potentially also be green-belt certified. Having 
industry partners in the class as a participant would bring about a richer 
discussion in class where the industry would bring in their experience on a 
discussed issue while our students can now view the same issue with fresh 
new perspectives. 
Impact
For Students: Generally, students commented that SMU-X courses are 
intensive, time consuming and challenging as they have a real client to 
manage and expectations to live up to in addition to academic deliverables. 
At the same time, students were positive as these SMU-X courses have 
offered a richer learning experience. Students enjoyed these courses as 
they were doing projects that had real world impact and could see how their 
solutions could be applied in the real world setting.
The students’ feedback indicated that SMU-X pedagogy is beneficial for their 
overall learning outcomes such as enhancing their problem-solving, analytical, 
reasoning and communication skills. The course demonstrates a curriculum 
design that integrates industry experience with learning in classroom.
Quotes from students: 
I realised that developing a practical solution to address a real-world 
challenge is not as straightforward as I initially envisioned. There were 
many practical considerations we had to take into account when 
designing and developing a solution. This course has helped me to 
better understand the practical constraints that corporations faced 
as they deal with various challenges. 
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All of our presentations were done in a corporate context, where 
we had to present to senior management and other professionals. 
This was honestly something entirely outside my comfort zone as it 
was my first time making a presentation to external stakeholders. I 
learnt how to be more confident and professional in my delivery and 
also, the importance of adapting one’s presentation style to cater to 
different types of audiences. 
This course has equipped me with both technical knowledge and 
honed my soft skills such that I am more prepared for the working 
world.
For Partners: External industry partners were also supportive of the 
experiential learning approach. They welcomed this initiative and saw that 
SMU-X was a way to bridge the gap between academia and industry and 
found it interesting to look at their businesses from fresh perspectives. They 
felt that it often took time for students to adjust to the working environment 
coming from the university but SMU-X electives acted like a guided internship 
and allowed students experience working on substantial projects with staff 
under the direct supervision of faculty. Companies also got to know potential 
hires better and vice versa. This enhances the cultural fit for both the hire and 
the company.
For example, one of the partners in the IAF course, DFS, was pleased to 
collaborate by providing a platform and business environment for students 
to work with finance leaders to work on a real life business case study. DFS 
stated that “as the students were working on a real business issue, their 
main challenge was to develop a solution which is practical, workable and 
something which could relate to the business issue.” 
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DFS indicated that this collaboration benefits the company as the company 
would actually obtain a solution to a real life business problem that they were 
facing. The finance executives of the company also shared that the close 
interaction with SMU students provided them the opportunity to learn new 
ideas and knowledge. They commented that through the project experience, 
the mentor-mentee relationship has evolved into a friendship. DFS believed 
that SMU-X pedagogy would “set SMU students apart from other university 
students who would largely be driven by classroom training and experiences.” 
DFS also provided positive feedback about the students. They found SMU 
students “very engaging”, “able to communicate continuously with their 
mentor”, “very committed to developing a solution”, “very resourceful, able 
to work under stress, and able to think on their feet.” 
Quote from DFS:
“As the world’s leading luxury retailer, DFS takes great pride in 
delivering exceptional service to our customers. Collaborating with 
SMU students and their professors in carrying out projects related 
to the establishment of an intelligent accounting function represents 
a unique opportunity for DFS to further enhance the customer 
experience. We look forward to engaging these enthusiastic students 
as they work on creatively applying concepts to developing practical 
solutions that could assist out business.”
Mr Gurbinder SINGH, Vice President, Global Shared Service 
Centre
Besides DFS, CPA Australia has also participated in the IAF course as an 
industry partner. It invited its members to a lunch forum where students 
presented their findings to Accounting practitioners. Melvin Yong, the 
Singapore Country Head of CPA Australia is supportive of the SMU-X 
pedagogy and commented that “the fact that the students of SMU were 
able to interact with members that work in this areas would give them a lot 
of industry experience and knowledge in terms of what working life is like”.
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For Faculty: Faculty, too, learn the constraints of the industry to better 
inform their theory as well as gained rich data and research ideas. This led to 
the preparation for journal articles and academic cases. An important aspect 
of this course is helping faculty build stronger relationships with industry 
partners as they collaborate over the module which helps breaks the silos 
that research universities are known for. 
Quotes from Faculty:  
“My main motivation in pursuing SMU-X pedagogy is to better 
prepare students with future work skills to tackle increasingly complex 
problems. According to ‘Future Work Skills 2020’ report produced 
by the Institute for the Future, these future work skills include 
‘multidisciplinarity’, and ‘novel & adaptive thinking’ skills. With these 
insights in mind, I have always believed defined learning outcomes 
and structured activities must be established to support the learning 
outcomes in collaboration with industry partners. Student learning 
will be greatly enhanced if a curriculum integrates ‘solving a real 
world problem with guidance from practitioners’ with ‘concepts and 
theories in classroom.”
Gary PAN, Associate Professor of Accounting 
“I am very excited to be teaching this course. This course is unique 
because of the interdisciplinary nature of the course where students 
learn how technology enables to enhance accounting productivity, 
and offer deeper insights into financial health of the organisation and 
drive business value. The course will focus on four key areas namely 
finance strategy and transformation, lean finance and finance shared 
services, business analytics, and enterprise process management.”
Venky SHANKARARAMAN, Professor of Information Systems
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Faculty who has piloted SMU-X courses also benefited from the experience. 
Many felt that the rich data from the industry projects and through working 
with the companies offered them ideas and supported their research at the 
University.
Challenges
Students face several challenges when studying a SMU-X course. For 
instance, they do not have a precedent which they can refer to and the 
questions that they face while doing the project are largely things which they 
cannot find in textbooks or from classroom-based learning which they have 
undergone previously. Thus, students need to have self-initiative and do a lot 
of research on their own.
It is challenging for undergraduate students to work on a real business issue 
and develop a solution which is practical, workable and something which 
could relate to the business issue. Students require mentorship from faculty 
(content mentor) and project sponsors (context mentor). So this requires 
significant time commitment from mentors of project sponsors. 
Faculty, too, are required to invest significant time in preparing the course 
and mentoring the project teams. As real-world projects tend to be more 
complex and typically come with lots of constraints, students may require 
more support and guidance in developing a usable solution.
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Conclusion
Going forward, we would like to scale this SMU-X pedagogy and offer all our 
undergraduates an opportunity to do a SMU-X course if they choose to. At 
the same time, we are planning to embed this methodology into our graduate 
courses by introducing SMU-X elements into our master programmes. This 
means that the team is actively growing the courses and supporting faculty 
with the design of the courses as well as identifying and reaching out to 
industry and community partners to enhance our relationship with them. 
This is also an opportunity for SMU to support our faculty and staff with 
professional development by creating a community for experiential learning 
to share best practices and also upgrading opportunities for our faculty to 
teach using the SMU-X approach. 
Overall, SMU-X provides an alternative experiential learning approach 
which can be used to supplement traditional teaching methods as well as 
internships to bridge the gap between academic and industry and prepare 
our students to be “future-ready” for the workplace.
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